Analgesic and antihyperalgesic effects of nabilone on experimental heat pain.
In this study, we explored the analgesic and antihyperalgesic properties of a synthetic cannabinoid (nabilone) on experimental heat pain in men and women, as well as its effects on descending pain inhibitory systems. A double-blind, placebo controlled, crossover study of nabilone single doses of 0.5 and 1 mg was conducted. Excitatory systems were elicited using a temporal summation test (tonic heat pain evoked by a Peltier thermode) administered before and after activation of descending inhibitory control (triggered using a counter-irritation procedure). These tests were given before and after drug treatment. Primary outcome measures included average heat pain, temporal summation of heat pain, and drug-induced changes in the strength of descending analgesia. Possible adverse reactions were monitored throughout treatment. Seven men (mean age = 22.5 years, SD = +/- 1.5) and 10 women (mean age = 23.2 years, SD = +/- 2.8) completed this study. Nabilone (1 mg and 0.5 mg) did not reduce the global pain intensity experienced during tonic heat pain (all values of p > 0.18). It also failed to potentiate the strength of descending inhibitory responses (all values of p > 43). Nevertheless, at the highest dose (1 mg), and only for women, nabilone significantly (p = 0.003) dampened the temporal summation experienced during the last portion of the tonic heat pulse test (i.e., the period of time during which temporal summation is greatest). This antihyperalgesic effect was not observed for men (at either 0.5 mg or 1 mg dose), suggesting that the antihyperalgesic properties of cannabinoids are greater for women than for men. Adverse reactions encountered were generally mild and did not provoke the cessation of testing. Nabilone failed to produce analgesic effects and it did not interact with descending pain inhibitory systems. However, we found that a single 1 mg dose of nabilone reduced temporal summation for women but not men. Although a titration regime and a larger sample of subjects might have provided more robust effects, these preliminary results suggest that nabilone appears effective at relieving hyperalgesic responses in women. Possible neurobiological mechanisms and clinical implications are further discussed.